Improving the quality of occupational health care in Washington State: new approaches to designing community-based health care systems.
The need for concerted action to improve quality was stressed in the recent Institute of Medicine report, Crossing the Quality Chasm: A New Health Care System for the 21st Century. This article describes an innovative community-based delivery system initiative designed to improve quality and health outcomes for occupational health conditions. Known as the Occupational Health Services (OHS) project, this Washington State initiative focuses on three targeted conditions: low back sprain, carpal tunnel syndrome, and fractures. To fulfill its purpose, which is to provide clinical resources and training opportunities and foster quality improvement activities on a community-wide basis, the OHS incorporates several key delivery system components, including systems to track patient and employer satisfaction and health outcomes; formal physician agreements that will provide incentives for using best-practices; and community-based Centers of Occupational Health and Education (COHEs) that will function as a resource for providers, patients, and employers. Our experience in developing the OHS quality improvement initiative should have relevance for health care clinicians, administrators, policy makers, and researchers engaged in similar pursuits outside the field of occupational health.